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[The following article is reprinted by permission. It first appeared in the Sept. 26, 1997, edition of the
Costa Rican weekly newspaper The Tico Times]
Microprocessor manufacturer Intel squared off this week with a small but vocal group of its future
neighbors over troublesome environmental concerns that mar its squeaky-clean image. During
a forum entitled "Is Intel Harmful to the Environment?," staged at the National Correspondence
University (UNED) in the east San Jose district of Sabanilla, a smattering of concerned residents of
San Antonio de Belen had the chance to question Intel representatives. Intel announced in late 1996
that it had selected Costa Rica as the site of a 400,000-square-foot assembly, testing, and packing
plant for the computer microprocessor chips it manufactures worldwide. It will employ as many as
3,000 people and pay above-average salaries.
The announcement was lauded by the country's very pro-technology president, Jose Maria Figueres,
as a boon to the economy that would focus international attention on Costa Rica.
But now, residents of San Antonio de Belen, near the plant site in La Ribera, are worried that an
overzealous government is pushing the project through too fast, without acknowledging threats
to ground-water purity and waste disposal. Residents of the upscale residential district of Ciudad
Cariari, also near the Intel site, have complained to the Ombudswoman's Office and the Casa
Presidencial about plans for a 230,000-volt power line that will run down a grassy median of a road
in the Bosque de Dona Rosa neighborhood, to supply the Intel plant and other tech firms with
electricity. The line that currently runs down the strip carries 34,500 volts, and neighbors fear health
hazards and declining property values caused by the new high-tension line.
Intel Corporate Manager Danilo Arias told The Tico Times that the company presented the
resident's complaint to the Costa Rican Electricity Institute (ICE), but it could not oblige ICE to
redirect the line. Alejandro Hidalgo, chief of ICE's Power Supply Department, confirmed that the
new cables will replace existing lower-voltage lines, but emphasized that the posts will be simple
steel ones, not the mammoth structures usually associated with high-tension wires. He said the
230,000-volt capacity is far below the potency of lines abroad associated with cancer and other health
problems. Such lines, he said, carry charges of up to 750,000 volts and do not exist in Costa Rica.
He said the lines would pass within about 13 meters of area homes, and ICE engineers are "totally
convinced" of their safety.
ICE covered indemnification costs to property owners through whose land the cables will pass,
but Intel is paying for the new posts, cables, labor, and other materials, Hidalgo said. Bosque de
Dona Rosa residents are determined to fight, but their chances of success remain dubious. In 1995,
residents of the hilly districts of Heredia, northeast of San Jose, protested the hazards of a similar
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line running through their community from the Arenal power plant in the northern region of San
Carlos. Today, the line, strung over the traditional steel tower structures, is almost fully operational.
During the UNED forum, both Arias and Francisco Benavides, Intel's manager of environmental
security and occupational health, responded calmly to the residents' sometimes shrill attacks. Vice
minister of science and technology Eduardo Sibaja was the only representative of government
present at the forum, but he left quietly after a brief pro-Intel monologue, despite a request by
forum moderator Lorena San Roman of the Earth Council that he stay and address the Belen
residents' concerns.
Julio Cesar Rojas of the Universidad Nacional's Epidemiology Unit lashed out at Intel for allegedly
not revealing how fumes from powerful solvents, such as Acetone, and lead-based solder used in
the assembly process could contribute to miscarriages among pregnant female employees. He also
blasted the plant's future production of some 1,360 tons of hazardous waste, for which Costa Rica
has no safe disposal methods. Arias and Benavides explained that the solders used were not melted
at a temperature hot enough to emit highly toxic fumes.
They also pointed out that high-tech firms that have been operating in Costa Rica for years, such as
radio and cellular phone manufacturer Motorola, use the same solders and other chemicals without
generating public outcry. Much of Rojas's argument was based on the hazards of Intel's silicon- chip
manufacturing plants in the US, even though the Costa Rican plant is a simpler packing, testing, and
assembly facility for already manufactured silicon.
Arias countered that accidents could happen to any company, including Intel, but the company's
safety record was among the industry's best. He added that the company is constructing an on-site
facility to store toxic waste, which will be exported to the US. Vice minister Sibaja clarified that Costa
Rica is seeking equal treatment for all toxic byproducts created by raw materials imported from the
US. Pollution of ground water was a key concern of the Belen residents. Community representative
Francisco Villegas complained that the Intel site "could not be in a worse location" because it
contains three freshwater springs that supply drinking water to much of the San Jose metro area.
But the multinational again countered by describing a wastewater treatment plant under
construction at the factory site a unique facility in a city that dumps untreated sewage directly
into its urban rivers for lack of a treatment plant of its own. Residents, as well as Rafael Gonzalez,
president of the group Justice for Nature, expressed alarm over the apparently haphazard manner
in which the government muscled through Intel's environmental-impact study. The company was
given the official go-ahead to construct, even though the study clearly stated that some aspects were
inconclusive, due to lack of information provided by Intel.
Since breaking ground in April, Intel has made unprecedented progress, working around the
clock to construct its plant and ship its first order by mid-1998 no small feat in a country where
many projects are defeated by bureaucracy before they get off the ground. That progress has Belen
residents suspicious that corners are being cut and that the government's environmental watchdogs
are winking at potential hazards. "The people who approve the permits are all part of the same
government that wants to rush this through," one resident commented in disgust. Enrique Egloff,
general manager of the private sector Costa Rican Coalition for Development Initiatives (CINDE),
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admitted to The Tico Times during the coffee break that Intel's progress would not have been
possible without considerable government muscle pushing in its favor, but he defended the project's
urgency.
"Many countries would love to have an Intel build a plant in their national territory, so we had to
dispense with much of the bureaucracy or the company would never have decided to build here,"
he said pragmatically. "I'm sure that with time, many communities here will wish for an Intel of
their own because of the jobs it attracts, the influence it has on modernizing education, the way it
revitalizes the construction sector and attracts additional firms." Intel enjoys widespread support
among both public and private sectors. Any serious protest, one forum-goer commented, will
require more than just the handful of Belen residents "bent on a cause."

-- End --
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